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Kerber: Park Trammell and the Florida Democratic Senatorial Primary of 19

PARK TRAMMELL AND THE FLORIDA
DEMOCRATIC SENATORIAL PRIMARY OF 1916
by STEPHEN KERBER *
hardfought and bitter campaigns waged in
twentieth-century Florida politics, none has surpassed in
excitement or intensity the 1916 gubernatorial fight between
William V. Knott and Sidney J. Catts. In addition, the passions
stirred by that contest spilled over into the United States Senate
race and completely dominated it. Although historians have
written a good deal about Knott and Catts, they have failed to
describe or explain in depth the senatorial contest between incumbent Nathan P. Bryan and Florida Governor Park M. Trammell.
Trammell was in the final year of his four-year term as governor in 1916. The son of John W. Trammell, long-time Democratic stalwart and former superintendent of the state mental
hospital at Chattahoochee, Park was raised in Lakeland. After
graduating from Cumberland University Law School in 1899, he
won three consecutive terms as mayor of his hometown. Trammell
then served in the Florida house (1903) and senate (1905, 1907),
gradually winning a reputation as a Broward progressive. In
1908, in his first statewide race, he defeated Attorney General
William Ellis in the Democratic primary. His victorious 1912
primary campaign for governor against William H. Milton dealt
with the issues of good roads and the labor of state convicts,
neither of which were extremely controversial matters. Bypassing
controversy and conflict-or using them to his advantage-became
the hallmarks of Trammell’s political career.
Since the Florida constitution, at the time, prohibited a governor from succeeding himself, Trammell began to look around
for other available offices that he might secure. The two most
likely spots which would be attainable by election in 1916 were
the United States Senate seat held by Nathan P. Bryan and the
first congressional district post occupied by Stephen Sparkman.
F THE MANY
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Trammell indicated at the end of January 1915, about halfway
through his term as governor, that he intended “at a later date to
become a candidate for congress from the First Florida district.“ 1
Herbert Drane of Lakeland had already announced for the seat,
and most observers expected Stephen Sparkman of Tampa to
seek reelection. In addition, Trammell’s longtime friend, Allie J.
Angle, the harbormaster at Tampa, had expressed an interest in
the position. 2
By the spring of 1915, Trammell had begun to change his
mind. On May 12, in response to a reporter’s question about his
candidacy for Congress, he stated, “I have nothing to say in that
connection just at present,” but, he admitted with a smile that
he might soon have some other announcement. 3 Two factors undoubtedly influenced Trammell’s reasoning. First, he realized that
a seat in the United States Senate was certainly more prestigious,
secure, and desirable than a House of Representatives position.
Actually, he had had ambitions to go to the Senate as early as
1908, but had temporarily sidetracked them to stay in state politics. Second, the always politically-aware Trammell must have
perceived the danger that Sidney J. Catts’s gubernatorial campaign would pose to the reelection plans of Senator Bryan. Even
before Trammell had indicated his intention to run for Congress,
astute newspapermen like Jacksonville’s Charles E. Jones had
warned that Catts’s speeches and sermons were striking a resonant
note of nativism among Florida’s rural white masses. The Guardians of Liberty, “a secret political society,” wrote Jones, was
offering “a candidate for governor in the person of one Catts, who
came here [to Florida] a few years ago from Alabama.” The
Guardians, Jones reported, would “oppose Nathan P. Bryan for
re-election . . . because Senator Bryan decreed to select P. A.
Dignan [Peter A. Dignan, a Catholic] for postmaster [of Jacksonville].” The Guardians, continued, Jones, might “also oppose
Governor Trammell.“ 4
The 1916 Florida Democratic primary races for governor and
United States senator cannot be comprehended separately. The
contest for the governorship directly influenced the Senate race.
1 . Jacksonville Dixie, January 30, 1915.
2. Ibid., January 30, February 6, 1915.
3. Tallahassee Daily Democrat, May 12, 1915.
4. Jacksonville Dixie, January 23, 1915.
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The key figure in the race for governor, Sidney J. Catts, defined
the issues in both contests.
Catts came to Florida in 1911 to become pastor of the First
Baptist Church in DeFuniak Springs. He was a passionate speaker,
although his pride and temper caused problems for him on more
than one occasion. A hardworking and frugal man, Catts shared
the views of his parishioners on such subjects as the need for
prohibition and the inherent inferiority of blacks. He also displayed an abiding hatred of Catholicism which was generally
typical of white rural Protestants in the South at the time, although he seemed able to maintain that dislike on an abstract
level, as he did with his racist feelings. Despite his prejudices, he
kept up friendly relations with individual Catholics and blacks.
Catts never really enjoyed his pastorate. After three years, the
combination of low pay and the familiar pattern of a clash in
personalities between preacher and congregation led to his resignation. His dream was to enter politics, and by 1914, Catts had
made up his mind that he would run for governor of Florida two
years hence.
In 1911, the Guardians of Liberty, a nativist organization led
by a number of prominent clergymen, military officers, and businessmen, had been organized on the national scene. The hostility
of this semi-secret organization was directed primarily against
Catholics. The South, with its strong patterns of religious fundamentalism and fraternalism, provided a receptive environment
for the Guardians and similar hate organizations.
In Florida, and throughout the South, the Baptist clergy generally led the protest against Catholics and foreigners. The
Baptists constituted the largest religious denomination in Florida
in 1916, with a membership of 57,732, organized into 686 churches.
The Roman Catholic denomination in Florida had a membership
of only 24,650, the fifth-hugest; its property values ranked it sixth.
In need of cheap labor, Florida businessmen and promoters
had urged immigrants to settle in the state in the years after the
Civil War. By the end of the century, however, attitudes had begun to change, and animosities began to emerge. Religious
prejudice contributed to this change in opinion. In 1909, Thomas
Watson, Georgia Populist leader, began publishing a series of
anti-Catholic articles in his Jeffersonian newspaper, which was
widely circulated and read in Florida. Anti-Catholic organiza-
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tions began to be formed. In 1910, one such society fought Lewis
Zim, a St. Augustine Catholic running for Congress against Frank
Clark. Thus, it was within the context of a state and nation experiencing a decided rise in nativist feeling and religious bigotry
that the 1916 gubernatorial and senatorial races were waged in
Florida.
One of the most controversial incidents of the campaigns came
when the state Democratic executive committee passed resolutions, known as the Sturkie Resolutions, which were designed
to prevent members of secret nativist societies from voting in
the Democratic primary. These resolutions, directed against
the rising anti-Catholic bias, backfired on their proponents. 5
The fight within the executive committee and the entire Florida Democratic party for their repeal benefited both Trammell and Catts. Trammell, appealing to the nativist voters, attacked the resolutions as being violations of the freedoms of religion and speech. Senator Bryan foolishly, as it turned out, chose
to champion the resolutions on high moral ground, and he made,
as a result, a fatal political mistake. Bryan was forgetting that the
Sturkie Resolutions discriminated against thousands of loyal,
although bigoted, Florida Democrats.
On June 22, 1915, Trammell released a short announcement
indicating that he had decided to enter the Senate race the following year. He declared that he would run on his record as a
public official, but that he was so occupied with his responsibilities
running the state government that he would not begin campaigning actively for several months. 6
The Jacksonville Metropolis immediately sought the reaction
of Senator Bryan to Trammell’s statement. “Well, there is not
much ‘news’ in the announcement,” Bryan pointed out. Trammell, he noted, had “been running ever since he was elected.”
“But,” interjected the reporter, “he announced for representative
from the First District?” “Maybe he is still running for that,”
Bryan responded. “I have seen no statement from him that he has
withdrawn from that race, and, therefore, suppose that he is a
candidate for both places.”
“Not at the same time?” came the reply. “Why not?” asked
5.
6.

Wayne Flynt, Cracker Messiah, Governor Sidney J. Catts of Florida (Baton
Rouge, 1977), 55-93.
Pensacola Journal, June 23, 1915.
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Governor Park Trammell,
photographs from the Park
Trammell Papers, P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida.
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Governor Trammell and Grandmother Park on porch of Governor’s
Mansion, ca. 1913. Photograph from Park Trammell Papers, P. K. Yonge
Library of Florida History, University of Florida.
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Senator Nathan P. Bryan,
copy of portrait at the University of Florida.

Governor Sidney J. Catts
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Bryan. “He would have two chances instead of one and . . . perhaps his wonderful record which he promised to tell us about at
an early date, coupled with his powers of oratory, equal to, if indeed they are not the same as those of Henry Grady, entitle him to
generous treatment at the hands of the people of Florida.“ 7
Bryan’s reference to Grady related to charges that Trammell
often borrowed ideas, and indeed words, from the speeches of
that New South spokesman-without giving him credit. The antiTrammell press and Bryan accused Trammell of plagiarism
throughout the campaign. 8
Nathan Bryan, a native of Orange (now Lake) County, Florida, had practiced law with his younger brother William James
Bryan in Jacksonville. 9 The two brothers became interested in
politics and subsequently managed and helped finance the successful gubernatorial campaign of their cousin, Napoleon Broward,
in 1904. Broward appointed Nathan Bryan chairman of the
Board of Control when the legislature created that body in 1905
to oversee the state colleges. He also appointed Will Bryan to the
United States Senate in December 1907 when Stephen R. Mallory
died. Then, when Will himself died suddenly in March 1908,
Broward offered to appoint Nathan to fill out the remainder of
the term. Nathan, however, refused and urged Broward to seek
the position. 10
Broward accepted Nathan’s advice and ran in 1908, only to
lose to Duncan U. Fletcher. He did not give up, however, and in
1910, he ran and won in a second primary against the incumbent,
Senator James P. Taliaferro. Then, unexpectedly and suddenly,
Broward became ill and died on October 1, 1910. 11 It was at that
juncture that Nathan decided to try and finish what his brother
and friend had sought to accomplish. He was elected to the Senate
by the legislature after winning a second special election against
William A. Blount of Pensacola. Thus, Bryan was running for a
second term in 1916.
7. Ibid., July 1, 1915, quoting the Jacksonville Metropolis.
8. Ibid., June 18, 1915, quoting the Tampa Times; Pensacola Journal,
August 7, 13, 22, 1915; Jacksonville Dixie, July 10, 1915.
9. Harry Gardner Cutler, ed., History of Florida, Past and Present, Historical
and Biographical, 3 vols. (Chicago, 1923), I, 179; James L. Harrison,
comp., Biographical Directory of the American Congress, 1774-1949 (Washington, D. C., 1950), 907.
10. Samuel Proctor, Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, Florida’s Fighting Democrat (Gainesville, 1950), 203, 206, 228, 237, 269-70, 273-75, 298.
11. Ibid., 275-306.
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Two other major candidates, besides Trammell and Bryan,
sought the Democratic senatorial bid in 1916-wealthy businessman Perry Wall of Tampa and former Governor Albert W. Gilchrist of Punta Gorda. Wall operated a successful hardware store
and billed himself during the campaign as a businessman rather
than a politician. His strongest newspaper support came from the
Tampa Times, but his candidacy never really threatened the two
leaders. 12 Gilchrist had been enjoying a very active and successful
political career when he decided to run for governor in 1908.
He had represented DeSoto County in the legislature for several
sessions, and in 1905 he was elected speaker of the house, a
role in which he had served effectively. In fact, he became floor
manager in pushing Governor Broward’s legislative program.
Gilchrist ran for governor as a middle-of-the-road candidate,
using as his motto the device of the three monkeys: “Hear no evil,
speak no evil, see no evil.” He was successful in his bid for the
governorship, but the senatorial campaign in 1916 would be another matter. He was a genial, personable man, but he lacked the
brilliance of Bryan and the sagacity of Trammell. He tried to
conduct a campaign similar to Trammell’s, but he did not have
the ability to carry off this kind of operation. 13
It was the action taken on January 6, 1916, when the state
Democratic executive committee met in Jacksonville, that caused
much of the political trouble in 1916. R. B. Sturkie of Pasco
County introduced the motion which ultimately hurt Senator
Bryan’s cause more than any other event in the campaign. 14
Sturkie’s proposals urged voters not to be influenced “by any religious test or on account of religious belief, denomination or sect
with which the candidate is affiliated.” They also called on each
Democratic voter to pledge that he was not a member of “any
secret organization which attempts in any way to influence political action or results.“ 15
The executive committee’s action in adopting the resolutions
12. Jacksonville Dixie, July 31, 1915; Pensacola Journal, August 13, 1915,
May 30, 1916; Tallahassee Daily Democrat, November 3-12, 1915, January
20, 1916; Cutler, History of Florida, I, 319; II, 52-53.
13. Mary E. Staid, “Albert Waller Gilchrist, Florida’s Middle of the Road
Governor” (M.A. thesis, University of Florida, 1950); Charlton W.
Tebeau, A History of Florida (Coral Gables, Florida, 1971), 335-37, 348.
14. Tallahassee Daily Democrat, January 6, 1916.
15. Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 53.
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spurred immediate protest from newspapers and politicians. 16
Gilchrist argued that, “There should be no restrictions placed
upon a white voter, voting in the Democratic primary, other than
he will not vote against any of the State, Congressional and
County nominees of the primary.” “This,” Gilchrist continued,
“is the first time in the history of the State in which a religious
test has ever been applied to a voter.” The committee’s decision
was “against the spirit of the Constitution.“ 17
Governor Trammell, who had been in south Florida on an
Everglades drainage inspection trip at the time the committee was
meeting, joined the chorus of protest on his return to Tallahassee.
He labelled the action “uncalled for, arbitrary and in . . . conflict
with the spirit and fundamental principles of Democracy.” He
denied that he belonged to any group mentioned in the Sturkie
Resolutions and urged the executive committee to “reconvene and
rescind the resolution in question.“ 18
To committeeman J. S. Smith of Green Cove Springs, Trammell implied that the resolutions were intended to help a “certain
candidate” [Bryan]. He also pointed out the other possible consequences: “Are there not numbers of fraternal orders whose
members [sic] might feel this resolution so far reaching as to be
aimed at them and they might hesitate to take the oath prescribed? Might not some members of organized labor feel that
they were included? The Farmers Union might also accept the
resolution as including them. . . . Who knows what collection of
Democrats may in the future be made victims of such drastic and
discriminative policy. . . . Recently the Florida Conference of the
Methodist Church assembled in Tampa, urged the members of
that church to favor men for public office who believed in a prohibition of the liquor traffic. Would the Committee exclude the
members of the Methodist Church? The Florida Baptist Convention has in the past adopted resolutions along this line. Would
the Committee exclude the members of the Baptist Church?“ 19
Despite the outbursts by Gilchrist, Trammell, and many
others, Chairman George P. Raney declined at first to recall the
committee to reconsider its action. He contended that the resolu16.
17.
18.
19.

Ibid., 54-57.
Tallahassee Daily Democrat, January 13, 1916.
Ibid., January 18, 1916.
Ibid., January 19, 1916.
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tions did not constitute a religious test for voters or candidates,
but instead eliminated the possibility of such a test. 20 The Democratic party hierarchy and many newspaper editors supported the
resolutions. 21
In a letter to the editor of the Gainesville Sun, Bryan denounced both Gilchrist and Trammell and pointed out that the
resolutions had been directed only against nativist organizations
such as the Guardians of Liberty, whose members sought the defeat of the incumbent Democratic President of the United States.
“The resolution,” claimed Bryan, “was not prepared at my request, nor for my benefit. But I did, at the . . . time it was offered,
and do now approve of its provisions.” Patriotic Democrats, Bryan
predicted, would soon “learn the truth” and then “repudiate these
[nativist] societies and their leaders, and endorse the action of the
State committee.“ 22
Protest continued to mushroom however, and on February 14,
Chairman Raney finally called the committee back into session. 23
Newspaper advertisements placed by Trammell demanded that
sections four and five be rescinded: “Senator Bryan seems to want
all of the religious liberty . . . for the candidate and none for the
voter.“ 24 The evening before the committee was scheduled to reconvene was the time selected by Bryan to launch his campaign
against Trammell. Addressing a crowd estimated at 1,500 in
Jacksonville’s Morocco Temple on February 23, Bryan announced
his intention “to charge Governor Trammell with abandoning the
duties of his office to further his political ambitions, with using
his appointive powers to pacify secret political societies, with
plagiarism, with nepotism in office and with using his office for his
own personal advantage.“ 25
Bryan’s speech was well received by his hometown audience,
but it also heightened the already charged political atmosphere in
Jacksonville. The following day when the committee met, such a
large crowd appeared to witness the proceedings that they had to
be moved from the Seminole Hotel on Hogan Street to the
Morocco Temple several blocks away. After two hours of debate,
20. Ibid., January 26, 1916; Pensacola Journal, January 24, 1916.
21. Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 56.
22. Jacksonville Dixie, February 5, 1916, quoting the Gainesville Sun.
23. Pensacola Journal, February 15, 1916; Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 56-57.
24. Pensacola Journal, February 23, 1916.
25. Ibid., February 24, 1916; Tallahassee Daily Democrat, February 24, 1916.
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the committee finally voted, twenty-six to fourteen, to repeal sections four and five. Bryan and Trammell both attended the meeting as interested spectators but did not speak. 26
Even after the vote for repeal, Trammell continued to use the
issue of the Sturkie Resolutions against Bryan. “I am not a
Guardian of Liberty,” he insisted, “but I know many of them who
are good Democrats.” He insisted that Bryan’s position meant “a
discrimination against a large number of Protestants, and the
favoring of a large number of Catholics.” 27
Early in March 1916, Bryan challenged Trammell to a series
of joint debates, and Trammell accepted. 28 Their first meeting was
in Tallahassee on the evening of March 10. John Ward Henderson, a prominent local attorney, banker, and conservative politician, presided over the affair. Among many other statements
made during his speech, Bryan claimed that the Guardians of
Liberty were attempting to run Florida politics from New York. 29
Trammell spent his time on the platform discussing his record
in office. He defended involvement in the appointment of his
brother Worth as superintendent of the Florida Hospital for the
Insane, the same position once held by their father. He said that
Worth was an able man and had been recommended for the job
by others in the state. He dismissed charges of plagiarizing Henry
W. Grady, arguing that any man who read widely would unconsciously adopt the words and phrases of others. Before an obviously friendly crowd which interrupted his presentation frequently with applause, the governor seems to have carried off this
initial debate successfully. 30
The following morning, March 11, the two candidates appeared in Milton, where Mayor W. W. Clark presided over the
debate. Trammell opened and again discussed his own political
career. Bryan followed, lashing out at newspapermen who had
criticized him for leaving Washington to campaign. He spoke of
his work in the Senate and repeated his support for the Sturkie
Resolutions. He ended by again accusing Trammell of plagiarism. 31
26. Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 57; Tallahassee Daily Democrat, February 25,
1916.
27. Pensacola Journal, March 8, 1916.
28. Ibid., March 9, 1916.
29. Ibid., March 11, 1916.
30. Ibid.
31. Milton Gazette, March 14, 1916.
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Trammell was allowed to answer Bryan. He strongly denounced the Sturkie Resolutions which Bryan had just endorsed,
and he accused his opponent of borrowing ideas from others.
Perhaps because of the early hour (11:00 a.m.), the crowd did not
respond with very much enthusiasm to either candidate. 32
That evening, a pro-Bryan crowd of 500 braved chilly weather
in Pensacola to hear the two politicians. The Pensacola Journal,
which editorially supported Bryan throughout the race, admitted
that Trammell had displayed a “better speaking voice” than
Bryan. 33 Mayor Adolph Greenhut presided over the debate, with
Bryan making the opening statement. He first reviewed his own
record and discussed Woodrow Wilson’s legislation, which he had
supported. Then he again charged Trammell with plagiarism and
rather strongly criticized him for advancing from one public office
to another. He insisted that it had always been the custom in
Florida politics to elect a United States senator to a second term,
and he saw no reason to change that tradition. In a southern
version of waving the bloody shirt, Bryan charged that the
Guardians of Liberty admitted blacks to membership, and he
denounced General Nelson Miles, the head of the Guardians, as
the man who had put chains on Jefferson Davis after the Civil
War. 34
When Trammell spoke, he compared his record with Bryan’s,
reviewing his career in the state legislature, as attorney general,
and as governor. He claimed that Bryan had modified his stand on
the Sturkie Resolutions and no longer endorsed them as actively
as he had earlier. He also denounced Bryan for his exaggerated
accusations of plagiarism. According to the Pensacola Journal,
Bryan won this debate, but Trammell’s supporters might have
argued otherwise. 35 On Monday, March 13, probably travelling by
automobile, Bryan and Trammell moved on to DeFuniak Springs,
Chipley, and Marianna. That night, some 1,500 people jammed
the Jackson County courthouse in Marianna to hear the two men
trade charges of plagiarism, nepotism, and partisanship. 36
These debates probably accomplished little for either of the
participants, although the audiences may have enjoyed the excite32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

Ibid.
Pensacola Journal, March 11, 12, 1916.
Ibid., March 12, 1916.
Ibid.
Ibid., March 13, 15, 1916.
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ment. Neither candidate proved willing or able to discuss substantive issues instead of personalities, and yet neither man could
afford to ignore the furor raised by the gubernatorial contest. In
fact, the contest for the governor’s office dominated most of the
attention of the press and the public. The political realities of
campaigning in Florida at this moment prevented Bryan and
Trammell from discussing the national issues which really constituted the ordinary business of a United States senator. The war
in Europe was already two years old and was having an impact on
many aspects of American life, and yet Bryan and Trammell never
seemed to get around to discussing its implications for the future
of the country.
During the remaining months of the primary campaign, Bryan
and Trammell pursued the narrow partisan issues that they had
exhorted in their debates. Trammell continued to discuss his past
record, and he hammered at Bryan for his endorsement of the
Sturkie Resolutions. Bryan portrayed himself as a staunch and
effective supporter of President Wilson’s policies and he triedbut without success-to eliminate the Catholic and fraternal bigotry issues from the campaign. He tried to talk about the benefits
of the parcel post system, which had come to Florida during his
term in the Senate, and other advantages for Florida that could
be realized because of his seniority and his support of the national
Democratic administration. Audiences seemed not too interested
in these matters, however; personal attacks launched by the
candidates against each other tended to generate more excitement
and enthusiasm.
Much anti-Catholic feeling had been stirred up in Florida by
1916, and an event which took place in April of that year has
sometimes been misunderstood in light of that bigotry. The
episode probably reveals as much about the persistence of racist
beliefs in the South as it does about the growing intensity of
nativist feelings. On April 24, the sheriff of St. Johns County
arrested three sisters from the Convent of St. Joseph in St.
Augustine upon the charge of teaching black children. Reportedly, a group of Negroes had petitioned Governor Trammell to
have this practice, which violated a 1913 state law, stopped. The
governor had responded by instructing the sheriff to enforce the
law.
Three nuns-Mary Thomasine, Mary Scholastica, and Mary
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Beningus-were arrested. When Sister Mary Thomasine, alone of
the three, refused to be released upon her own recognizance or pay
a bond of twenty-five dollars, County Judge George W. Jackson
ordered her restricted to the convent, under the custody of Father
John O’Brien, rector of the Cathedral in St. Augustine. 37 The
hearing in the case took place on May 15 before St. Johns County
Circuit Court Judge George Couper Gibbs. E. N. Calhoun, Alston
Cockrell, and George Bedell, appearing on behalf of the sister,
contended that the law in question was discriminatory since it
only affected two races, and it also deprived a teacher from selling
his or her services to the best advantage. The defense also argued
that the 1913 law applied only to tax-supported schools. 38 Judge
Gibbs, in his decision issued on May 20, agreed that the law in
question did not apply to private schools, and he ordered Sister
39
Mary Thomasine freed. Two points are worth emphasizing in
this series of events. First, the 1913 legislature wrote the law as
much to further racial segregation and deprive blacks of educational opportunities as to harrass Catholics. 40 The best proof of
this is the fact that the sisters taught without harrassment for
three years, until 1916. In addition, newspaper accounts of the
affair indicate that Trammell was involved only in responding to
a request to the governor’s office to have the state law enforced. 41
Trammell may have been motivated by political ambition and
religious bigotry, but no positive evidence exists to support such
conclusions. It must be observed, however, that Trammell’s action
must have pleased all nativists, racists, and Catts supporters.
Also in April 1916, stories appeared in the Suwannee Democrat, Jacksonville Dixie, and Pensacola Journal to the effect that
the Philadelphia American Citizen, a Guardians of Liberty organ,
had announced that it would circulate 100,000 copies of the paper
in Florida in order to help defeat Senator Bryan. 42 The Florida
papers bitterly resented what they regarded as outside interference
in the state’s affairs. Another report claimed that Charles M.
37. St. Augustine Evening Record, April 24, 1916.
38. Ibid., May 15, 16, 1916.
39. Ibid., May 22, 1916; David P. Page, “Bishop Michael J. Curley and AntiCatholic Nativism in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLV (October 1966), 110-11.
40. Laws of Florida, 1913, 311.
41. St. Augustine Evening Record, April 24, 1916; Tallahassee Daily Democrat, May 18, 1916.
42. Pensacola Journal, April 2, 9, 1916.
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Schwab of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation hoped to defeat
Bryan because the latter had helped push a bill through the
Senate establishing a government armor plate plant. A facsimile of
a telegram from Senator Ben Tillman of South Carolina praising
Bryan for his help was circulated. 43
As the primary date neared, Bryan relied more and more on
endorsements from the national Democratic administration. Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels obligingly sent word to
Florida that Bryan had been a strong supporter for increasing
American naval power. This was an important endorsement in
west Florida particularly, for the Wilson administration had
opened the Pensacola Naval Aeronautic Station in 1914. This
action had helped to alleviate the hard feelings that had existed
ever since the navy yard had been closed on October 20, 1911.
Senator Mark A. Smith of Arizona also endorsed Bryan in glowing
terms in a letter that was circulated. 44
On the Sunday before the primary, a message appeared in the
Pensacola paper signed by the President of the United States.
“Senator Bryan’s record in the . . . Senate has certainly been such
as to entitle him to be considered an active and effective advocate
of the present administration,” said President Wilson. “He has
always supported it with a very generous loyalty.“ 45
In his advertisements, Bryan claimed credit for the establishment of the naval air facility at Pensacola and its resultant economic impact on the community-estimated, by December 1915,
at 1,000 jobs on the base alone, in addition to others in the town.
In answer to any charges that he was neglecting his responsibilities
while campaigning, Bryan claimed that he had missed only seventy
out of 935 record votes in four years. He advocated a large army
and navy, a government armor plate plant, federal aid for road
construction, and a marketing bureau within the United States
Department of Agriculture. 46
Trammell never tired of using the Sturkie Resolutions against
Bryan in his speeches and advertising. Most of his platform, however, was very much like Bryan’s, and those of the other two
candidates, who seemed to have been forgotten both by the media
43.
44.
45.
46.
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and the public. Trammell favored preparedness for defense, an
improved parcel post system, rural credits, a marketing commission, federal dollars for roads, an adequate merchant marine,
better harbors and inland waterways, aid to fight crop pests, funding for Everglades drainage, and reestablishment of the navy yard
at Pensacola. He also wanted laws to prohibit interracial marriages, segregated streetcars in the District of Columbia, and a
national prohibition amendment. In a gesture to earlier campaigns, Trammell attributed much of his opposition to corporation politicians and railroad-influenced newspapers. 47
The final appearance of all of the senatorial candidates took
place on the evening of Saturday, May 27, in Pensacola. Perry
Wall did not attend, but Gilchrist, Bryan, and Trammell were
present. The rally was in San Carlos Court at the corner of
Palafax and Gadsden streets. Trammell spoke first and defended
his record, attacked Wall for not appearing, and explained his
actions in the St. Augustine teaching case by saying that he had
acted on a complaint and had sought only to enforce the law. 48
Gilchrist promised not to vote for a national prohibition
amendment unless it seemed to be the clear will of the people of
Florida. (The action taken by many Florida counties to go dry
already indicated the expressed will of most Florida voters.)
Gilchrist noted that he had always supported Everglades drainage, and he said that he had been the first prominent Democrat
to oppose the Sturkie Resolutions. Gilchrist also claimed that
Trammell in some way was trying to get around the intent of the
constitution, which prevented a governor from seeking reelection,
by becoming a candidate for the Senate. 49 Bryan, speaking last,
also chided Wall for avoiding debate with the other candidates.
In addition, he derided those who had attacked him while he was
absent in Washington carrying out his elective responsibilities. 60
The primary campaign came to a close on June 6, 1916.
The Bryan primary election law, with its provisions for first- and
second-choice voting, resulted in much confusion on the part of
voters and election officials and greatly delayed the vote count. In
the gubernatorial contest, which had created most of the excite47. Ibid., April 13, June 4, 1916.
48. Ibid., May 28, 1916.
49. Ibid.
50. Ibid.
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ment for the voters, official returns gave Catts 33,983 votes, with
33,439 for Knott, a margin of only 544 votes for Catts. 51
In the Senate battle, despite some delays in the count, results
were announced fairly soon. Trammell, as was predicted, ran well
all across Florida, particularly in the rural counties. On the evening of Thursday, June 8, he issued a victory statement in Tallahassee, and Bryan acknowledged defeat. The official count gave
Trammell 37,575 first-choice and 6,014 second-choice votes, a total
of 43,589. Bryan only secured about one-half of Trammell’s total:
19,536 first- and 3,647 second-choice ballots, a total of 23,183 votes.
Wall finished third with 14,404 first-choice and Gilchrist fourth
5 2
with 9,863 first-choice votes. That Trammell won was no surprise; that he would beat Bryan so overwhelmingly had not been
expected.
The conditions which had spawned and had been aggravated
by Catts’s candidacy for governor had spilled over and made the
Senate primary race a bitter and frustrating one, particularly for
Nathan Bryan, the incumbent. A proud and competent man,
Bryan believed that he had not been defeated in a fair or honorable contest. Despite his claim that his defeat constituted only “a
matter of minor importance to the state and not of much concern
to me,” Bryan’s bitterness was obvious in his concession statement. He pointed to the “secret political societies that are tolerated within the Democratic party” as the main cause of his
defeat. They had made him, he concluded, their chief victim.
Nor had they stopped with him; twenty-two-year veteran Congressman Stephen Sparkman had also been defeated by Herbert J.
Drane. That fact, said Bryan, represented “little less than a
calamity” for Florida. Bryan thanked his friends and supporters:
“I have tried to be true to them. I have not appealed to passion
or to prejudice. I have not surrendered principle for success. I
have denounced wrong and did my best to uphold what seemed to
me to be right. I have striven to justify their confidence in me.“ 53
Bryan was a decent and dedicated man, who particularly prized
and worked hard to foster education. Yet he lacked the ability to
understand or to manipulate his constituents. Even in calmer
51. Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 61.
52. Pensacola Journal, June 9, 1916; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, June
9, 1916; Allen Morris, comp., The Florida Handbook, 1977-1978 (Tallahassee, 1977), 498.
53. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, June 9, 1916.
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times, Trammell or any other politician using similar tactics probably could have defeated Bryan, although perhaps not quite so
badly.
The final financial reports filed by the candidates became
available on June 16, 1916. According to these statements, Gilchrist had been the leading spender and Trammell the most
frugal, although the amounts varied only slightly. Gilchrist expended $3,954.68; Bryan, $3,944.47; Wall, $3,887.60; and Trammell, $3,633.77. It is impossible to tell from extant records if these
figures were accurate. They are substantially lower than the
amounts reportedly spent by candidates in the gubernatorial contest four years earlier, however. 54
Having defeated Bryan, Trammell did not become actively involved in the battle between Catts and Knott in the November
general election. Catts, denied the Democratic party nomination,
had become the candidate on the Prohibition party ticket in order
to assure himself a place on the ballot. Because Trammell was
not publicly involved in the campaign, and because he had repeatedly used the Sturkie Resolutions against Bryan, some historians have concluded that Trammell did support Catts against
Knott. There is no sound evidence for this conclusion, however.
Trammell stayed out of the gubernatorial contest after the
primary because it was the prudent thing to do, because he could
not know how the courts would rule, and because he could not
afford to alienate either man by endorsing the other. After the
court had awarded the victory to Knott, Trammell felt that he
still should not interfere. Catts might bolt the party in November;
there were rumors to that effect circulating throughout Florida.
Furthermore, Trammell’s endorsement of Knott, the party’s
candidate, would only have given Catts another weapon to use in
his fight. It would be additional proof that the power structure,
“the ring” as Catts called it, intended to deny him the victory he
had already fairly won in June.
Faced with the alternatives of backing the wrong horse, or of
remaining aloof, Trammell chose to sit on the fence. This was
never an uncomfortable position for Trammell the politician to
assume. He announced that he was too busy with his own duties
as governor to campaign for anyone in the general election. 65 Just
54.
55.

Ibid., June 19, 1916.
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before the election, he sent a rather ambiguous letter to the chairman of the state Democratic executive committee: “I trust that
every Florida democrat [sic] will go to the polls on November 7th,
to assist in giving oru [sic] party nominees a great victory.” Obviously, this inocuous statement could have been interpreted
favorably by supporters of either candidate. 56
The Tampa Times, a paper that had opposed Trammell in
the primary, pointed out in mid-October that the governor’s
silence actually harmed Catts more than Knott. The Times believed that Trammell had tricked the Catts organization, and that
his campaign had enabled him to reap the benefits from the
whirlwind that Catts had stirred up without making any kind of
committment to support the Catts cause. As evidence for this
view, the Times cited an editorial in the Jacksonville Free Press,
the newspaper identified as Catts’s campaign organ. The October
12, 1916, issue of the Free Press stated: “Florida has in effect a
despotic throne; and upon it sits as a ruler some puppet of
despotism and perfidy, pliant as a potter’s clay, to the wiles of the
devil. Governor Trammell may not be a figurehead, but he is
merely the bailiff of the invisible throne of a diabolical despotism,
and the office of governor here at any time might be called upon
to enforce the mandates of that invisible government which Florida is now resolved to overturn at any cost.“ 57
R. A. Gray, Trammell’s long-time aide and confidant, later
recalled a revealing incident concerning Trammell’s true feelings
about Catts. When the two were driving Trammell’s secondhand
Buick automobile to Jacksonville to prepare it for shipment to
Washington, Trammell tried to persuade Gray to come to the
Capital with him and serve as his secretary. Gray, he argued,
would never be happy as state auditor working for a man like
Catts. Gray declined the offer, but he later found the prediction
accurate and moved to Washington rather than continuing to
work under Catts. 58
In Palatka, on February 9, 1916, the Florida Republican party
nominated a banker from Orlando, William R. O’Neal, for
United States senator to oppose Trammell. He had been his
5 6 . Ibid., October 31, 1916; Jacksonville Dixie, November 4, 1916,
57. Jacksonville Dixie, November 4, 1916, quoting the Jacksonville Free Press,
October 12, 1916, and Tampa Times.
58. R. A. Gray, My Story, Fifty Years in the Shadow of the Near Great (Tallahassee, 1958?), 97.
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party’s candidate for governor four years previously. 59 He was
not a serious contender, and the outcome of the election was a
foregone conclusion. Trammell cast his ballot on election day,
60
November 7, 1916, in Lakeland. In the returns for senator, he
received 58,391 votes to 8,774 for O’Neal, or 82.9 per cent to
12.5 per cent. Catts defeated Knott for governor by a vote of
39,546 to 30,343. 61
Trammell’s victory had been made possible by his profound
knowledge and understanding of the grass-root level workings of
Florida politics. Trammell was a master of saying and doing what
the electorate expected-usually nothing. This was impossible for
a man like Bryan. Bryan had lost contact with Florida and his
constituency. He took his role as a legislator more seriously than
his role as a candidate, which turned out to be a serious error. He
could not effectively adapt to the conditions which Catts and
others had precipitated. Trammell’s ability to remain in touch
with the feelings and prejudices of the voters enabled him to
make the unprecedented leap from the governor’s chair to the
Senate at the age of thirty-six. In doing so, he became the first
senator elected from peninsular Florida.
59. Pensacola Journal, February 10, 1916; Cutler, History of Florida, III,
111-12.
60. Tallahassee Daily Democrat, November 10, 1916.
61. Ibid., November 25, December 3, 1916; Flynt, Cracker Messiah, 90.
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